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."
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Their Majesties King George VI and Queen Elizabeth on
the steps of the Peace Tower, House of Commons, during
their visit to Canada in 1939. The late Rt. Hon. Wm. Lyon
Mackenzie King, former Prime Minister of Canada is shown

standing behind the King and Queen.



Interior view of The Canadian
House of Commons, Ottawa.



IT IS the one hundred and for-

ty-fifth anniversary of Tra-
falgar, October 21, 1805, which,
though the Battle of Waterloo
was still a decade off, spelled

the destruction of Napoleon's
sea power and, thus, the
preservation of freedom for

Europe and the ultimate restor-

ation of liberty to France itself.

It is not unfitting that the mem-
ory of Nelson, symbol of the sea
power in which the peace and
freedom not only of the British
peoples but of North America
have been cradled, nurtured and
matured, should be vivid in this

same week in which that other
mighty symbol and instrument
of our freedom, the British
House of Commons, is being im-
pressed again upon our con-
sciousness.

"On the night of May 28,

1941," said Winston Churchill,
speaking in the Commons on
October 28, 1943, "with one of
the last bombs of the last seri-

ous raid, our House of Commons
was destroyed by the violence
of the enemy and we have now
to consider whether we should
build it up again and how and
when." "We shape our buildings
and afterwards our buildings
shape us," Churchill continued,
arguing why he "would like to
see it restored in all essentials
to its old form, convenience and
dignity."

Now, this coming week, His
Majesty will ride in state to
open the new House of Com-
mons, the meeting place of the
most powerful element and in-
strument of free and ordered
government, in the mechanism
of liberty of all peoples who still

hold to British traditions and
parliamentary procedure. In no
other states in the world — not
excluding the three republics

closest to us in blood and his-
tory, France, the United States
and Eire — is the ultimate ef-
fective power of government so
fully and finally vested in the
body of the elected representa-
tives of the people as in those
states of the Commonwealth
which are modelled directly on
the Commons of Westminster.

IT IS an ancient chamber of

very noble story, the Com-
mons of different peoples of the
Sovereign of the Commonwealth
but, like so much about the peo-
ple who created it and whom it,

in turn, "bore, shaped, made
aware," it began in great sim-
plicity. The Angles and Saxons
settled in small clans which
were to become the townships
of modern history; the clans
gathered in tribes, each of whom
held a "share" of the land in

common, this area becoming the
"shire" of a later day (and a
"county" after the Norman Con-
quest when so many of the
French lords or counts took over
from the conquered the natural
area of a shire as part of their
rights of war.)

For their own governance the
Anglo-Saxons had had their

"shire-motes" or meetings, at-
tended by lords of the manor,
whether lay or clergy, and four
"selected men" (still so called

in the New England states) from
each township. Each shire-mote
had two presiding officers, the
"ealdor man," or elder man,
named by the king, and the
"shire-reeve"—or later sheriff

—

chosen directly by the people.
With time, the shires became
small kingdoms, and the small
kingdoms one nation, with one
great mote or meeting of the
Council of the Realm to which



representatives were sent from
the shires. Thus, from the earli-

est recording of the evolution
of British methods of govern-
ment, there were present the
two elements which carry for-
ward today in the two Cham-
bers of the British Parliament
—the Lords, or Senate, usually
named by the Crown, and the
Commons, elected by the people.

The preservation of freedom
rests in the retention and exer-
cise by the people of two rights
—the right to control the power
of authority to take a part of

the goods of each for the pur-
pose of all (taxation), and the
right to oppose the policy of

those in authority. In the despot-
ic sway of the Norman and
early Angevin kings, these an-
cient liberties were so grievous-
ly abused as ultimately to rouse
the people to demand the Great
Charter of 1100 A.D. from Henry
I, and to insist upon its

re-definition from the infamous
John in Magna Carta, 1215. We
glibly cite that Charter in our
common usage, yet few of us
realize, or if we realize recall,

that when our own government
must give due notice of the
assembling of Parliament, or
observe a legal period in the
issuance of an election writ and
the summoning of new members
or a new Commons, a young
Dominion in a new land is but
observing clause 14 of that an-
cient Charter, signed on an
island in an English river, al-
most seven and a half centuries
ago.

"And for holding the general
council of the kingdom concern-
ing the assessment of aids (cer-
tain direct taxes) . . . and for
the assessing of scutages (taxes
in lieu of actual military ser-
vice), we shall cause to be sum-

moned the archbishops, b'shops,
abbots, earls, and greater barons
of the realm, simply by our let-

ters. And, furthermore, we shall

cause to be summoned gensrally,

by our sheriffs and bailiffs, all

others who hold of us in chief

for a certain day, that is to say,

forty days before their meeting
at least, and to a certain place;

and in all letters of such sum-
mons we will declare the cause of

such summons."

But the Crown and the

Crown's powerful advisers grew
again avid of power. Led by Si-

mon de Montfort, an earl more
tenacious of freedom than of

privilege, the people re-

asserted their ancient freedoms
in revolt and in convoking the

first fully representative Parlia-

ment, summoning two elected

members from each county, two
elected burgesses from each
city, as well as lords of land to

its deliberations. Though de
Montfort was later defeated and
slain, his victor, young Edward,
first Prince of Wales, as King
Edward I created ths first Mod-
el Parliament of England in

1295, summoning thereto, in the

name of the Crown, the three
estates of the realm.

"What touches all should be

approved of all and it is also

clear that common dangers
should be met by measures
agreed upon in common," ran
Edward's writ, as applicable in

1950 as it was those six cen-
turies and more ago in which
his scribes laboriously penned
out his warrants.

I)RAWN FROM all parts of the

kingdom, the Commons
brought numerous pleas to

place before the Council of the
Realm, so they named one of



their members "spokesman", to

preside over their deliberations

and to speak in their name in

submitting their proposals to the

Crown. Exactly 650 years ago,

in 1301, Henry of Keighley be-

came the first "spokesman of

the Commons," as his success-

ors were known until 1376, when
Sir Thomas Hungerford became
the first "Speaker" of the British

House of Commons in a line,

clear and unbroken of record
for the Mother Country and the
Dominions, down to the listing

of the Speaker of our own Cana-
dian Commons today.

By permission of the Abbot of

Westminster, in 1295 the Com-
mons — the elected representa-
tives of countryside and town
—were suffered to meet and
confer in the Chapter House of

Westminster Abbey. There from
then until Henry VIII's reign
was the home of the Commons,
which, by permission of Ed-
ward VI, transferred then to St.

Stephen's Chapel in the King's
own Palace of Westminster,
where again it met for long
years until the erection by Par-
liament of its own two Houses
of the Commons and of the
Lords. Democracy, in the Brit-

ish mould, is a form of govern-
ment based essentially upon
Christian principles, strong and
secure only when it is continu-
ally renewed by remembrance
of its origin in the basic recog-
nition of the sanctity of the
individual human life. It was
not accident that through the
first three centuries of its slow
emergence to power the British

House of Commons deliberated
within the actual shelter of the
Chapter House and Chapel of

Edward the Confessor's founda-
tion of Westminster.

As "freedom slowly broadens
down from precedent to prece-
dent" within the adaptations of

the autonomous and self-govern-
ing Dominions of our free and
ancient sovereignty, the Cana-
dian, looking down upon his own
House of Commons, sees in the
canopy above the Speaker's
Chair, the Royal Coat of Arms,
carved in oak taken from the
roof of Westminster Hall, erect-

ed by Richard II in 1397. That
Chair, itself, is the model of the
Westminster Chair, the gift of

the United Kingdom Branch of

the Empire Parliamentary As-
sociation, to replace our own,
lost in the burning of our Com-
mons, too, in another fire, in the
days of another war.

* * *

'PHE MACE upon the Commons
table also carries forward

our new land's parentage in an
old land's good renown, for it is

the gift of the Lord Mayor and
Sheriffs of London and so stems,
back of the Commons itself, to

those first shire-motes in which
the first Anglo-Saxons made
their first stumbling steps to

law and order within their own
half-barbarous tribes. And in the
new British House of Commons,
the mace rests upon the mas-
sive table, which is this Domin-
ion's gift to the rebuilt
Chamber of the Mother of all

Parliaments.
"The parliamentary institut-

tions which we have inherited
and which we hold as of right

and not of grace," said Sir Rob-
ert Borden, accepting, as Prime
Minister, the gift of this Domin-
ion's chair in 1921, "were won
by a common ancestry, and
through gradual evolution and
development during the past
five or six centuries. I say a
common ancestry advisedly, be-



cause it was under the leader-
ship of Norman barons that the
Saxon people forced the Great
Charter from a reluctant Nor-
man king. The man who sum-
moned the' first gathering that
might be regarded as the fore-
runner of the Commons House
of Parliament of Great Britain,

as well as that of Canada, was
a Frenchman, born in France.
He well served our country by
calling together the Commons of

England at Westminster on Jan-
uary 20, 1265. Thus we can look
back with satisfaction upon the
fact that Saxon and Norman,
five or six hundred years ago,
stood side by side in the asser-
tion of liberties that are ours
today."

To which the Honorable Mr.
Mackenzie King, Leader of the
Opposition, added:

"There are under British par-
liamentary institutions two sym-
bols of authority — the Crown,
which speaks of the sovereign-
ty of royalty; the Speaker's
Chair, which speaks of the sov-
ereignty of the people. That, un-
der the aegis of the British flag,

these two sovereignties have
blended into one, is a tribute not
less to the character and devo-
tion to duty of the occupants of

the British throne than to the
genius of the British peoples in
the art and science of govern-
ment.

'

"We recognize in our parlia-
mentary institutions, fashioned
as they are upon the British
model, the greatest guarantee of
freedom which a people can pos-
sess. We recognize that in the
preservation and extension of
the principles of government
underlying our free parliament-
ary institutions lies the possi-

bility of our largest contribution
to the freedom of mankind. Fur-

ther, we recognize that it is

around the Speaker's Chair that
in the Mother of Parliaments the
battles of political freedom have
been waged, and in appeals to
the authority of the Chair, as
the symbol of a people's sover-
eignty, that British political lib-

erties have been won."

THERE ARE two main char-
acteristics of the House of

Commons which will command
the appreciation and the support
of reflective and experienced
members", Mr. Churchill also
declared as he spoke on the
planning of the new House.
"These will, I have no doubt,
sound odd to foreign ears.

"The first is that its shape
should be oblong and not semi-
circular. Here is a very potent
factor in our political life.
The semi - circular assembly
which appeals to political theor-
ists enables every individual or

every group to move around the
center, adopting various shades
of pink according as the weather
changes, I am a convinced sup-
porter of the party system in

preference to the group system.
I have seen many earnest and
ardent Parliaments destroyed
by the group system.

"The Party system is much
favored by the oblong form of

Chamber. It is easy for an in-

dividual to move through those
nice gradations from Left to

Right but the act of crossing the
Floor is one which requires ser-

ious consideration. I am well in-

formed in this matter for I have
accomplished that difficult pro-
cess not only once but twice.

Logic is a poor guide compared
with custom. Logic, which has
created in so many countries,

semi-circular assemblies which



have buildings which give to ev-

ery member not only a seat to

sit in but often a desk to write

at with a lid to bang, has proved
fatal to Parliamentary Govern-
ment as we know it here in its

home and the land of its birth.

"The second characteristic of

a Commons formed on the lines

of the House of Commons is that
it should not be big enough to

contain all its members at once
without overcrowding and that
there should be no question of

every member having a sep-
arate seat reserved lor him. The
reason for this has long been a
puzzle to uninstructed outsiders
and has frequently excited the
curiosity and even the criticism

of new members, yet it is not
difficult to understand if you
look at it from a proper point
of view. If the House is big
enough to contain ail its mem-
bers nine tenths of its debates
will be conducted in the depress-
ing atmosphere of an almost
empty or half empty Chamber.
The essence of good House of

Commons speaking is the con-
versational style, the faculty for
quick, informal intervention and
interchange. Harangues from a
rostrum would be a bad substi-
tute for the conversational style

in which so much of our busi-
ness is done. But the conversa-
tional style requires a fairly

small space and there should be
on great occasions a sense of
crowd and urgency. There should
be a sense of the importance of
much that is said and a sense
that great matters are being de-
cided, there and then, by the
House.

"We attach immense import-
ance to the survival of parlia-
mentary democracy. In this

country this is one of our war
aims. We wish to see our Parlia-

ment a strong, easy, flexible in-
strument of free debate. For this
purpose a small chamber and a
sense of intimacy are indispens-
able. It is notable that the Par-
liaments of the British Common-
wealth have to a very large
extent reproduced our parlia-
mentary institutions in their

form as well as in their spirit,

even to the Chamber in which
the sessions of the different as-
semblies sit.

"We do not seek to impose our
ideas on others; we make no
invidious criticism of other
nations! All the same we hold
none the less tenaciously to them
ourselves. The vitality and the
authority of the House of Com-
mons and its hold upon an elec-

torate based upon universal suf-

frage, are dependent to no small
extent upon its episodes and
great moments, even upon its

scenes and rows which, as every
one knows, are better conducted
at close quarters. Destroy that
hold which Parliament has upon
the public mind and has pro-
vided through all these changing
turbulent times and the living

organism of the House of Com-
mons would be greatly impaired.

"You may have a machine but
the House of Commons is much
more than a machine; it has
earned and kept through long

generations the imagination and
respect of the British nations.

It is not free from shortcomings;

they mark all human institu-

tions. Nevertheless I submit that

our House has proved itself

capable of adapting itself to

every change which the swift

pace of modern life has brought
upon us ... It is the citadel of

British liberty; it is the founda-
tion of our laws; its traditions

and its privileges are as lively



today as when it broke the
arbitrary power of the Crown
and substituted that con-
stitutional monarchy under
which we have enjoyed so many
blessings."

"I submit that our House has
proved itself capable of adapt-
ing itself to every change which
the swift pace of modern life

has brought upon us ... It is

the citadel of British liberty; it

is the foundation of our laws;

its traditions and privileges are

as lively today as when it broke
the arbitrary power of the Crown
and substituted that constitu-

tional monarchy under which
we have enjoyed so many bless-

ings."

IT IS strange that the most
truly English of all the prime

ministers of modern Britain
should speak in words essential-

ly so attuned to those with which
the Honorable George Boivin,

then Deputy Speaker of the Ca-
nadian Commons, thanked the
Speaker of the British Commons

for that gift of our Speaker's
Chair, thirty years ago:

"Thanks to the genius of the
British people, our parliament-
ary institutions have reached a
stage of perfection which is en-
vied by the whole world and se-

cures to the minorities the ab-
solute enjoyment of their rights
and prerogatives . . . From that
Chair at Westminster one of

your illustrious predecessors, in

1867, put the question and called

for the vote which guaranteed
to us the British North America
Act, the shield of our liberties,

our rights and prerogatives."

CO ARE we bound together

about a common throne, all

who believe in parliamentary
government as the way and
guarantor of freedom under the
law; and so do we, who are
inheritors and partners therein,

rejoice in the return to their re-

stored home of the parliament-
arians of Britain's ancient de-
mocracy.



Interior view of "The Mother of
Parliaments" The British House
of Commons, London.
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